Introduction
The River Trent (Figure 1 ) has the second largest catchment area in the UK. It drains an area of approximately 7490 km2 and is approximately 149 km long (Ward, 1981) . The river rises from a number of tributaries draining the Staffordshire moor- The alluvial history of the upper and middle Trent has been investigated in some detail, with the bulk of this work summarized in Knight and Howard (1994 , 1995 . The Trent appears to follow the same sequence of river development seen in many other lowland catchments in the UK throughout the Holocene (Macklin and Needham, 1992; Macklin, 1999) . A relatively short period of braided river behaviour between c. 9500 and 9000 appears to be replaced by a floodplain-wide anasotomising river system mainly reworking gravel and sand substrates until c. 800-300 BC. Channel change is mainly by avulsion during this period. Though there do appear to be specific periods of raised flood activity and rising water-tables during this period, their impact on both river and human activity is not clear (Brown and Keough, 1992; Brown et al., 1994 Brown et al., , 2001 Howard et al. 1999) . From c. 800 BC there appears to be widespread deposition of clay alluvium in the Trent Valley system (Knight and Howard, 1994 , 1995 . However, unusually for a lowland river in Britain, the Trent appears to remain unalluviated and continues to rework gravels around its main confluences until at least the Late Mediaeval period (Knight and Howard, 1984 , 1985 , Brown et al., 2001 .
The development of the landscape of this important river and its valley is less well understood. Though palaeoenvironmental evidence has been investigated from many individual sites, often this has concentrated on a single period or a short sedimental sequence. This situation primarily results from the episodic pattern of deposition and preservation of material in the valley but also from the nature of its archaeological exploration (Greenwood and Smith, 2005) . The clear exception in terms of these sites is the continuous pollen and insect spectra recovered from dated deposits at Bole Ings, Nottinghamshire, where a clear sequence of landscape change for the middle Trent has been reconstructed (Dinnin, 1997; Brayshay and Dinnin, 1999) .
Research aims at Croft
The archaeological, sedimentological and palaeoenvironmental work undertaken on the past course of the Thurleston Brook at Croft had a number of clear research aims. Primarily it was hoped that Croft would provide an opportunity to confirm and add detail to the proposed models of fluvial and landscape change suggested for the River Sour (Brown and Keough, 1992; Brown et al., 1994) and the Trent (Knight and Howard, 1994 , 1995 . Furthermore, there was a possibility that small catchments such as this would be more sensitive in their response to climate and land-use change. Smaller drainage systems might 'record' events that would be effectively 'blurred' by the depositional and taphonomic problems associated with larger river systems. Croft could also function as a test case to see if information from individual deposits with a wide range of differing dates could be 'stitched' together to form a continuous and logical sequence of events. Though several sites in the Trent catchment, noticeably those around the main confluences, do contain sediment 'pockets' from differing periods, there has been no previous deliberate attempt to link such deposits across time to form a coherent picture. Given the rarity of continuous sequences of Holocene sediments in the Trent valley, because of reworking of bed materials by the river during the Holocene, demonstrating that such an approach is successful is of importance in the region. Lastly, it was hopped that the archaeology of the floodplain itself might allow us to see how settlement and the use of the river valley have changed in response to both fluvial and landscape change over time.
Local background
Croft Quarry, Leicestershire, lies approximately 11 km to the southwest of Leicester, UK ( Figure 1 ) and is located to the southwest (centred on SP517968) of Thurlaston Brook near to its confluence with the River Soar (Figures 1 and 2 ). The site is 67 m above the Ordnance Datum (OD). Thurlaston Brook's catchment is in the region of c. 56 km2. This is comparable with the upstream catchment of the Soar at 63 km2. The catchments of both watercourses are low-lying, below 130 m OD. The underlying geology is Triassic Mercia Mudstone Group (Bridge et al., 1998) . This is overlain by glacial sediments belonging to the Wolston glacial Succession (the Oadby till). Though there is debate over the specific age of this deposit, Bridge et al. (1998) have suggested an association with a late advance ofthe Anglian ice sheet. Several valleys in the area also contain Devensian sand and gravel river terrace deposits. All of the valleys in the area contain up to 6 m of later Holocene alluvium (Bridge et al., 1998) . Aerial photographs and the 1:5000 Ordnance Survey map of the area suggest the presence of a number of abandoned channels on both sides of Thurlaston Brook.
Field walking to the east of the Thurlaston Brook has revealed prehistoric flint clusters and isolated scatters of Iron Age, Roman and Anglo-Saxon material in the form of pottery, coins and metalwork (Cooper, 1993) . There is also evidence for a Bronze Age ring ditch in the same area. Aerial photography also records the presence of an undated rectilinear crop mark to the north of the area and an undated double ditch crop mark to the southwest (Cooper, 1993) .
Excavation and sampling methodology
In 1993 expansion to the quarry at Croft by CAMAS Quarry Limited necessitated the construction of a substantial 'sound Figure 2 Location of the excavated areas at Croft Quarry, Leicestershire barrier' or berm. This would effectively cover an area of suspected archaeological value and investigation was warranted. Cooper's (1993) initial evaluation excavations, on behalf of the Leicestershire Archaeology Unit, identified three areas with archaeological and palaeoenvironmental potential:
(1) a northern area where several archaeological features of unknown date were found; (2) a southern area with possible Neolithic features; (3) a central area where peat was identified, possibly infilling palaeochannels.
During the subsequent excavations by the Birmingham University Field Archaeology Unit in 1994 (Hughes and Roseff, 1996) the north and south areas (Figure 2, Trench A and H, respectively) were investigated by removing the topsoil by machine down to the underlying gravel and then handexcavating and recording any visible features. Both areas produced prehistoric features and stone tools. The results from these areas are described below. Three machine-excavated trenches were dug in the central area of the site. Trenches E and G ( Figure 2) were intended to form a transect running for 100 m across the floodplain. Unfortunately only a limited area of the palaeochannel indicated by the evaluation (Cooper, 1993) was encountered in the extreme northeast end of trench G and, as a result, this work was halted.
Trench F (Figure 2) , also from the central area, was found to contain the greatest expanse of organic layers and was, as a result, the main locus for environmental sampling and investigation. This 'steeped' trench was machine-excavated to a depth of 2-3 m and for a length of approximately 70 m, giving a partial cross-section through the valley fills. The eastfacing profile was hand-cleaned and recorded at a scale of 1:20 with the various stratigraphic units encountered being interpreted and recorded on site.
Environmental sampling occurred from five locations in trench F (sample sites a-£, Figure 3 ). These areas were selected because of the existence of organic preservation and because they appeared to represent discrete periods of activity or interest in the stratigraphy. Sample sites a and 1 came from two channels that were suspected to be glacial or early Holocene in date and were sampled only for pollen using monolith tins.
Sample site e, a discreet block of fibrous peat, was sampled since it was clearly different from the rest of the material in the profile. It was sampled at regular intervals for pollen and by a single bulk sample for plant macrofossils and insect remains. Sample site 6 was sampled intensively because it was felt that this represented the best-preserved organic section. Here (Bronk Ramsey, 2000) and are to two standard deviations.
Environmental analysis
Pollen (by Simon Butler and Anthony Brown) The pollen samples were disaggregated in a hot 3% solution of sodium pyrophosphate, followed by sieving at 150 and 10 jim.
Two sievings and swirlings in cold 3% sodium pyrophosphate produced very clean, pollen-rich residues. These were analysed under x 500 magnification until approximately 400-500 terrestrial pollen grains had been identified. The Beetle analysis (by David Smith)
The samples were prepared following the method of paraffin flotation outlined in Kenward et at. (1980) . The resultant flot Table 4 . The taxonomy and nomenclature follows that of Lucht (1987) . The species present have been divided into habitat groups following the scheme suggested by Robinson (1981 Robinson ( , 1983 ). An additional ecological grouping has been added. This is the proportion of species from fast-flowing waters expressed as a percentage of the aquatic species present. The proportions of the dung, grassland and woodland ecological groupings are presented as a percentage of the whole terrestrial fauna. The proportions for each of the groupings from the ten samples are presented in Table 5 and Figure 6 . Sedimentology and stratigraphy of trench F
The complex sequence of deposits in trench F is described in detail in Table 6 and illustrated in Figure 3 . The relationships and interpretation of the stratigraphic units are also described in this (Salisbury et al., 1984) , Hemington (Salisbury, 1992) and Langford (Howard et al., 1999) 4 Knotgrass Rumex sp.
--
Rumex acetocella L.
Potentilla anserina L.
Aethusa cynapium L.
Anthemis cotula L.
Leontodon autumnalis L. Towards the northeastern end of this unit a major channel (marked by channel incision B on Figure 3 ) cuts deep into the gravel (Unit 4) and below this into the underlying till (Unit 1). With abandonment this channel is filled by Unit 5, a horizontally bedded gravel that is subsequently overlain by a cross-bedded gravel, suggesting a degree of lateral migration by the channel. The remains of tree roots in the upper part of Unit 5 may suggest that some soil formation on a subsequently eroded land surface occurred. The events represented by Unit 5 and its channel cut B are probably early Holocene in date, given its stratigraphic position above the Younger Dryas gravels (Unit 4) and that it is subsequently cut by Unit 7, a smaller shallow channel containing lenses of silts and radiocarbon dated to 9610-9170 cal. BC (Beta75198; Table 1 ). Unit 7 is the location of environmental sampling site P.
Also cutting into the channel fill of Unit 5 are three additional channels (Units 8-10). Unit 8 (Channel D) and Unit 9 (Channel E) have clearly defined basal boundaries and both are filled with gravels that grade upwards into organicbearing sands and silts, suggesting declining flow conditions through time consistent with channel abandonment. Two radiocarbon dates of 3800-2900 and 2020-1530 cal. BC (Beta74199 and Beta78006; (1992) as endangered (Red Data Book Status 1). Today, the species is limited to a few trees at Moccas Park, Herefordshire, and isolated records from a few other locations in the Midlands. However, there are now a relatively large number of archaeological records for this species from contexts dating to before 3000 BC (Kelly and Osborne, 1965; Buckland, 1979; Girling, 1984; Robinson, 1993) in the British Lowlands. This species has also been recovered from the earlier part of the sequence at Kirby Muxloe (Greenwood and Smith, 2005) and at Langford, Nottinghamshire on the Trent (Howard et al., 1999) . Robinson (1993) has suggested that the species is a 'relict' left from the former dominance of lime (Tilia sp.) woods over much of Southern England and the Midlands. Scolytus ratzeburgi. This species of bark beetle now seems to be restricted to a limited area in the highlands of Scotland (Hymen and Parsons, 1992) . It would appear to have had a more southern distribution in the past. It has been found in sediments from West Bromwich, Staffordshire dated to 9540 BP (Osborne, 1979) from the Bronze Age peats at Thorne Moor, Yorkshire (Buckland, 1979) . Buckland and Dinnin (1993) have suggested that its current restricted distribution is probably due to habitat reduction rather than climatic change.
At least two palaeosols are present in this unit, suggesting that phases of alluviation were separated by periods of nondeposition and soil development. A mid-Iron Age or later date for the initiation of this alluviation is suggested, since this covers the Iron Age-Romano British channel Unit 9. This date for the initiation of large-scale late Holocene alluviation is broadly in line with that suggested for the adjacent Rivers Soar and Trent (Brown et al., 1994 , Knight and Howard, 1995 Figure 4 ). Beetle sample 5 and plant macrofossil sample 6 also came from this deposit. Herbaceous pollen taxa dominate the spectra, with grasses (Poaceae) and sedges (Cyperaceae) most abundant. Over time there appears to be decline in grasses (from 53% total land pollen (TLP) down to 20%) with a corresponding rise in sedges (from 19% up to 25-50% TLP). Camomile type (Anthemis type) disappears (from 7% down to nearly 0%) but there is a progressive increase in meadowsweet (Filipendula) (rising to 28% TLP) and cowslip (Primula veris) type (4% TLP).
This expansion of floodplain grassland probably reflects the amelioration in climate at the start of the Holocene. To a limited extent, the insects also indicate this ground cover. The Melolontha melolontha, Phyllopertha horticola and Byrrhus fascitus are all associated with the roots of grasses (Jessop, 1986; Koch, 1989) .
Total tree pollen representation is, throughout, very low. Birch pollen, probably dwarf birch (Betula nana L.), represents only 5-10% of the pollen sum. Correspondingly, only a small number of tree buds, possibly including birch, were recovered. The only arboreal insect present is Phyllodecta vitellinae, which is associated with willow (Salix spp.) (Koch, 1992) .
The peat appears to have derived from reed swamp. It contained abundant remains of common club rush (Schoenoplectus lacustris) and remains of the beetle Donacia impressa, which feeds on it. Sedges (Carex spp.) and bulrushes (Typha spp.) were also recovered from the plant remains and the weevil Thryogenes nereisis indicates that spike rush (Eleocharis palustris) was present. Four beetle species recovered (Donacia vulgaris, D. simplex, Platuemaris sericea and Notaris scirpi), are also associated with sedges and rushes (Koch, 1992) .
Both the plant and insect remains provide evidence for areas of still and shallow water amongst the reed bed. The plant macrofossils included common water plantain (Alisma plantago-aquatica), marestail (Hippuris vulgaris), stonewort (Chara sp.) and watercrowfoot (Ranunculus subgenus Batrachium). Some (Balfour-Browne, 1953; Holland, 1972; Hansen, 1987) . Some Carabidae beetles, noticeably Bembidion litorale, are also similarly associated with areas of detrital sand on sparsely vegetated riverbanks beside running waters (Lindroth, 1974 ) and hazel. These taxa probably occupied the nearby valley sides, perhaps with lime as the dominant tree species (Greig, 1982 Figure 6 ). Robinson (1981) However, whether this result is due to human activity (i.e., Robinson, 2000) or to the development of natural clearings is not certain (i.e., Buckland and Edwards, 1984) .
Within the river system there is clear evidence for the presence of beds of emergent vegetation. The plant remains from this environment are dominated by club-rush (Schoenoplectus spp. ), with sedges (Carex spp.) and bur-reed (Sparganium sp.). Many of the species of reed beetle (Donacia) and some of the weevils recovered feed on these plants. Areas Figure 9 The flint from trench H addition to the species described above (sample site £) Tanysphyrus lemnae and Donacia crassipes, the former associated with duckweeds (Lemna spp.) and the latter with white water lily (Nymphaea alba), are present. Again the relatively high numbers of the elmid and dytiscid species associated with fastflowing water and gravely bottoms suggests that higher energy aquatic environments also existed. Figure 5 , the plant macrofossils in Table 3 and the insects in  Tables 4 and 5 and Figure 6 .
Three broad pollen zones were recognized from this deposit (CRA-1 to CRA-3). The results suggest that there is declining tree cover throughout the period. At the base of the deposit (zone CRA-1) 90% of the pollen assemblage is comprised of deciduous tree pollen, mostly alder (50-55%/o), but with oak, hazel and lime present in small amounts (10-20%). The forest Table 6 ). The pollen also indicates a continued decline in forest species, probably from the valleysides rather than the floodplain, such as oak and hazel to 5-10%1/o and lime to 2-5%. The latter echoes the lime decline recorded in pollen diagrams throughout England, and generally attributed to Bronze Age human activity (Greig, 1982) . By the top of pollen zone CRA-3 this decline in woodland or forest cover appears to become particularly strong, with a dramatic decline in total tree and shrub frequencies, especially alder which is reduced to only 6%. The plants and insect remains recovered from samples 20 and 21 associated with this level also show a dramatic decline in species associated with true forest or woodland at this time, particularly when compared with those from the Neolithic channel cut D (Table  5 and Figure 6 ). There is clear evidence throughout the three pollen zones for an increasing occurrence of pasture and cultivated ground. Pasture is suggested by increases in grass pollen, which rises to 20-40% TLP, and ribwort plantain pollen (Plantago lanceolata), rising to 5-15%, by the end of zone CRA-3. This is echoed to a limited extent by the results from the insects (ecological group g in Table 5 and Figure 6 ). Present are Chrysomela staphylea and Gastroidea viridula, which feed on docks (Rumex spp.), are present, as well as a species of Apion that feeds on clovers (Trifolium sp.), and Phyllopertha horticol, a, which feeds on the roots of grass. There is also a small fauna of Aphodius dung beetles. However, this grouping is present in relatively small proportions compared with other similarly dated results (i.e., Robinson, 1979 Robinson, , 1981 Robinson, , 1983 Robinson, , 1993 ). This may suggest that this pasture environment was not directly adjacent to the channel itself.
An increase in arable land is also suggested by the slight traces of cereal pollen in zone CRA-1 and 2 (AvenalTriticum type), which rises to 1-2% TLP in zone CRA-3. In addition, there is also a rising representation of fern spores (10-20%). Perhaps more indicative is the dramatic increase in species that are indicators of cultivated or disturbed ground recovered from the plant macrofossils. These are present in the earlier samples but become dominant in the later deposits. This includes nitrophilous plants such as nettle (Urtica dioica) and plants of open, disturbed or arable land such as goosefoots (Chenopodium spp.) knotweeds (Polygonum spp.), fat-hen (Chenopodium album), chickweed (Stellaria spp.), dock (Rumex spp.), meadowsweet (Filipendula sp.), fools parsley (Aethusa cynapium) and silverweed (Potentilla anserina).
Both radiocarbon dates from this channel fill must be regarded with some doubt; since they are derived from material that is certainly re-deposited. However Figure 8) ; however, because of flooding it was only possible to undertake a limited programme of excavation and recording.
During excavation a number of pits (Fl 1, F12, F14-F16) and the traces of two curvilinear features (Fl0 and F13) were recorded and partially excavated (Figure 8 ). All features contained charcoal flecks and three of the pit features contained struck flint flakes. These flints, in addition to a larger flint assemblage recovered from this area during the evaluation (Cooper, 1993) Both curvilinear features appear to have formed complete rings 6.5 m and 7 m across. They may represent eavesdrip gullies associated with roundhouses (Hughes and Roseff, 1996) .Unfortunately, these features could not be directly dated, but on typological grounds are probably prehistoric (Hughes and Roseff, 1996) . Given the problems encountered on site, and the rarity of such features in the archaeological record, this area of the site has been preserved in situ.
A dark clay layer 0.1 m in depth sealed both the gravels and these features. This layer was interpreted as a buried soil developed on a fine-textured silt clay alluvium. A radiocarbon date on a fragment of hazel wood from this layer resulted in a date of 1270-990 cal. BC (Lab. No. Gra-1394;  A small in situ riverine site containing struck flint, such as the one at Croft Quarry, is very rare in the region (Hughes and Roseff, 1996) and in the Midlands in general . Study of such sites increases our knowledge of this poorly represented period that is often viewed from a technological rather than a social perspective (Bevan and Moore, 2003) .
The flint was examined with the aid of an x 10 magnifying glass, recorded and weighed. Only a small selection of the flint was illustrated (Figure 9 .1-9.4), non-illustrated items that are mentioned in the following discussion will include small find (prefix SF) and context numbers.
The total assemblage of human-worked flint comprised 84 items, weighing 1.11 kg, the majority of which (65 items) was recovered from the evaluation conducted by University of Leicester Archaeology Service (ULAS) in 1992. The composition of the ULAS assemblage is summarized in Table 7 . The remainder of the assemblage, 19 flints weighing 67 g, was recovered during the excavation conducted by the Birmingham University Field Archaeology Unit. This small assemblage is summarized in Table 8 . In the following discussion these two collections have been treated as a single assemblage for purposes of description and analysis.
The raw material used was a generally translucent flint, beige and brown in colour, sometimes yellowish brown or with a greyish, speckled appearance. It tended to be of a good quality, although a few of the fragments appeared more opaque and cherty, with a coarser, 'soapy' texture. Most pieces had retained traces of a thin, compacted cortex indicative of a secondary, pebble source, most probably local river gravels.
The earliest activity on the site dates to the later Mesolithic, the focus of which appears to have been located towards the south of the site, in the vicinity of trenches 2-4. The date is based on five typologically later Mesolithic blade cores from this location (i.e., SF 30, Figure 9 .1). These were often multiplatformed (SF 47, SF 59) showed evidence of detachment of narrow blades (SF 47, SF 35) or had been re-used as scrapers (SF 57, Figure 9 .2). In addition one was burnt (SF 47) . Seven narrow blades, ranging in width from 6 mm to 8 mm, were also identified, the two complete blades (SF 52 and 70) are illustrated in Figure 9 .3 and 9.4. One of the fragmentary blades (SF 65) appears to have been re-used as a tiny end scraper (Anne Graf, personal communication, 2002) .
Although no re-fitting was possible among the Mesolithic material from trenches 3, 4, 16 and H, certain factors, including flint colours, textures and cortical survivals, suggest that the various flakes and tools might have originated from the same flint nodules and cores. This is particularly noticeable in trench 4, where a core-trimming flake was also recovered (SF 62). This evidence suggests that primary activities, including in situ knapping, were carried out in the vicinity of these trenches during the later Mesolithic period.
A number of typologically post-Mesolithic tools were recovered from the central zone of the site to the north of the main focus of Mesolithic activity. These (SF 9) . Two barely modified large flake cores were also found (SF 72 and SF 145) , which had been re-used as hammerstones, along with two flake cores (SF 84 and SF 85) . Such cores are a feature of Neolithic (and later) river gravel assemblages where pebble flint has been unutilized from secondary sources, for example at Broom Heath (Wainwright, 1972) , Wasperton and Runnymede Bridge (Bevan, unpublished) .
The relatively small size of the late Mesolithic assemblage restricts any interpretation of prehistoric activity in the area beyond being able to identify evidence for knapping episodes. It seems that the earliest human presence at Croft took the form of a few visits to a riverine location to exploit seasonally available resources at some time during the later Mesolithic. There is limited evidence for tool making or maintenance activities, rather site-based tasks such as woodworking, hide processing or the manufacture of tools for hunting and fishing. This compares well with the established regional picture for the British Midlands, where Mesolithic landscape usage is known to have left few traces unless sites were used or re-visited many times, such as the hunting camp at Lightmarsh Farm, Worcestershire .
The later phases of activity at Croft also appear to have been episodic and elusive, with Neolithic and Bronze Age tools being discarded as chance losses in the landscape, rather than resulting from settlement or activity of any duration.
This again fits a regional pattern, with Neolithic settlement often appearing to be ephemeral in the river valleys themselves (Holgate, 1988) . This was also seen at Oakham, where the flint again suggested a low level of landscape usage in the region during later periods (Bevan, forthcoming) . This low level of use and deposition in the floodplain contrasts sharply with the large flint assemblage from near by barrow mounds such as at Lockington, Leicestershire (Young and Bevan, 2000) . Smith, 1983) . A major Holocene palaeochannel is subsequently re-cut by smaller Mesolithic, Neolithic and Iron Age high-energy streams, which incised and reworked extensive amounts of gravels, coarse sands and organic silts. This sequence of channel and floodplain development is thought to be common in the major lowland river systems in the early and late Holocene before the onset of alluviation (Macklin, 1999) . Amongst the rivers that appear to show this pattern of channel development are the Severn (Brown, 1983) , Trent (Salisbury, 1992; Knight and Howard, 1994 , 1995 , Nene (Brown and Keough, 1992) , Welland (French et al., 1992) , and possibly the Upper Thames (Robinson and Lambrick, 1984; Robinson, 1992) . What is striking about the results from Croft is that this pattern of channel change, previously recorded from large channel systems, also occurs in this small, low-gradient headwater. Brown et al. (1994) suggest that in the adjacent Soar valley there is a gap recorded in channel activity dating between c. 7500 Bc and 2000 BC when the river became stable. This is a pattern repeated, to some extent, both in the Trent catchment and nationally (Knight and Howard, 1994 , 1995 Macklin, 1999 There appear to be a number of distinct episodes of alluvial deposition at Croft that probably result from overbank flooding in two different periods. In both trenches F and H shallow clay horizons are present in the profiles. Radiocarbon dates may suggest an early Neolithic date for the former and a midBronze Age date for the latter. Certainly these suggest that periodic, small-scale and local alluviation occurred throughout the mid-Holocene at Croft.
Limited layers of fine clay or silt deposition of Neolithic date have been recorded in a number of river valley systems such as the Kennet (Evans et al., 1988) , various sites on the South Downs (Bell, 1983) and the Lower Welland and Nene valleys (French et al., 1992) , as well as elsewhere in the British Isles (Macklin and Needham, 1992; Macklin, 1999) . Often these have also been equated with periods of small-scale clearance in the pollen records (Brown, 1999; Richmond, 1999) . However, the majority of these small-scale events are late Neolithic rather than early Neolithic in date (Macklin and Needham, 1992; Richmond, 1999) . Equally, there appear to be no deposits of a similar nature and date so far encountered in either the adjacent Trent or Soar catchments at this time (Knight and Howard, 1994; Brown et al., 1994) . It is entirely possible that small catchments such as the early Thurlaston Brook are particularly sensitive and, therefore, readily record such early small-scale events. However, the difficult nature of the radiocarbon date from this deposit in trench F also needs to be borne in mind.
At some point after the start of the Iron Age larger alluvial events occurred, resulting in the deposition of approximately 1 m of clay alluvium across the valley at Croft. An Iron Age or Early Roman date for the onset of this phenomenon compares well to that suggested for other locations in the Soar and Trent (Brown and Keough, 1992; Knight and Howard, 1994 , 1995 Brown et al., 1994) . This suggests that the headwaters were affected by this phenomenon at the same time as the main rivers in the area. The cause of large-scale Iron Age alluviation is still being debated, with climate (i.e., Macklin and Needham, 1992) and/or the intensification of Iron Age agriculture (i.e., Shotton, 1978; Buckland and Sadler, 1985; Limbrey, 1987) being offered as possible explanations. More recently this debate has centred on the extent to which these two apparent factors can act in tandem to change the nature of a river system's fluvial response (Macklin, 1999) . Although the later phases of the pollen record of channel cut E do contain evidence for increasing clearance for agriculture, because of low dating resolution it is difficult to use this palaeobiological evidence to suggest that agricultural activity is the specific cause of the large-scale alluviation at Croft. Beales, 1980; Shackley and Hunt, 1984; Brown, 1988; Bartley and Morgan, 1990) .
Neolithic woodlands
In the Neolithic, similar to most lowland river valleys, the area at Croft appears to be dominated by alder and, to a lesser extent, willow. The pollen suggests that the valley slopes were cloaked in a forest consisting of hazel, oak and lime with lesser amounts of birch and pine. The plant macrofossil remains and the insects also attest to the widespread occurrence of lime, supporting Greig's (1982) suggestion that this species dominated the majority of the lowland woods of the Midlands at this time.
Throughout the Neolithic deposits, pollen, plant macrofossil and insect evidence suggest the presence of small clearings. It is tempting to equate this evidence for clearing with the contemporary minor episodes of erosion and alluviation in trenches F and H. However, it is difficult to equate this specifically either with agriculture or the occurrence of pastoral grazing in Neolithic forests (i.e., Robinson, 2000) . Such smallscale clearances could be caused by natural phenomena such as storm damage and fires started by lightning. Equally, the role of beavers and other wild grazing animals in keeping small clearances open has been widely discussed (Coles and Orme, 1983; Buckland and Edwards, 1984) .
In terms of the reconstruction of the Neolithic woodland itself the results of the insect, plant macrofossil and pollen analysis are consistent with those from a number of Neolithic deposits in the Trent basin, including Kirby Muxloe on the Soar (A.G. Brown, personal communication, 2002) , Langford Quarry (Howard et al., 1999) , Bole Ings (Dinnin, 1997; Brayshay and Dinnin, 1999) and Girton (Dinnin, 1992) . Insect records at Croft confirm the impression that Neolithic forests contained a rich and diverse fauna of tree-and deadwoodfeeding species, and their associated predators. Some species, such as Ernoporus caucasicus, are today very endangered (Hyman and Parsons, 1992) despite their almost ubiquitous occurrence in pre-clearance woodland deposits throughout the Midlands. It is suggested that this diversity substantially declines with woodland clearance for farming in the later Holocene (Buckland, 1979; Buckland and Dinnin, 1993; Dinnin, 1997;  Whitehouse, 1997; Howard et al., 1999) .
Later clearance Pollen, plant macrofossil and insect remains at Croft suggest that between the formation of the Neolithic channel D and the initial incision of channel E the variety of tree species had decreased. Furthermore, by the time of the deposition of the upper levels of channel E most species of tree are essentially absent. This suggests a dramatic clearance of forest from the floodplain, the valley slopes and further afield. Alongside this, all of the biological indicators clearly suggest rises in the frequency of species associated with pasture, meadow and cultivation.
The evidence from Croft would therefore seem to fit Brown's (1988) suggestion that the selective felling or exploitation of trees resulted in a reduction in the variety of tree species in the woodland before later full clearance. Alternatively, it may be that clearance started on the adjacent valley slopes and edges before advancing onto the floodplain. The events at Croft also appear to correspond with the existing regional pattern. Increasing human impact on the vegetation of the Midlands during the Bronze and Iron Age periods is indicated in most pollen diagrams from the region (Barber and Twigger, 1987; Beales, 1980; Brown, 1984 Brown, , 1988 Bartley and Morgan, 1990; Knight and Howard, 1994, 2005) . More locally, Croft appears to compare well with the more complete sequence at Kirby Muxloe on the Soar (A.G. Brown, personal communication, 2002) .
Conclusion
The work undertaken at Croft has given a valuable insight into how a small floodplain, such as that of Thurlston Brook, responds to changing climate and land use during the Holocene. Often, it appears to follow both regional and nation patterns, but there are times when the record seems to be more sensitive to events and the dating resolution possibly more controlled.
The excavation and postexcavation strategies followed at Croft have demonstrated that deposits from these small headwater catchments may contain enough suitable 'sedimentological windows' to provide a coherent picture of landscape and fluvial change for the Holocene. In the case of Croft it was possible to reconstruct, or 'stitch together', a coherent picture of events, as if the material had come from a continuous sequence. The success of this approach more than warrants the complexities of the fieldwork and care of postexcavation analysis needed. Croft has also shown that the combined sampling and analysis of a wide range of geoarchaeological and palaeoenvironmental techniques has the potential to dramatically enhance the interpretation of such sites.
